As a result of the COVID‐19 pandemic, colleges and universities across the country have been forced to close to protect the health and safety of students, faculty, and staff. However, this precipitous closure has left many department chairs with the difficult task of supporting their faculty and students in ways very different from those with which they are accustomed. While some institutions were prepared for virtual delivery of coursework without much adjustment, most institutions offered at least some of their classes in person, with the result that a sudden switch to online‐only teaching left faculty and students alike wondering how best to complete course requirements. Coupled with the new realities of home life---including many family members living together in cramped quarters for weeks, the need to share a computer or smartphone for course materials, limited and often slow internet access, and the somber realization that some of them will become infected with the virus despite their precautions---determining how to lead a program effectively during this crisis has been a daunting task. At the same time, the coronavirus pandemic has provided academic leaders with a crash course in the best ways to handle a crisis. This article shares some of the practical ideas chairs and other leaders have learned that can equip them to deal not only with COVID‐19 but also with other crises in the future.

The Importance of Clear Communication {#dch30332-sec-0002}
=====================================

When leading during any crisis, clear and accurate information is critical. COVID‐19 is a new enemy, and information regarding how best to deal with it from an academic perspective is scant. Complicating the chair\'s task is the fact that people are inherently averse to change. Throwing their whole lives into a state of flux has caused both anxiety and uncertainty. For this reason, providing clear and accurate information to your faculty and students is crucial. Does your institution send out regular updates via email or on their COVID‐19 website? If it does, you can tease out the points most important to your department or unit and report these out regularly in personalized updates. If it doesn\'t, create your own within the guidelines of your campus communications or public affairs office.

Chairs regularly report that one of their most frustrating tasks is sorting through the myriad emails they receive from various university officials and determining what is most important to share with others. During this time of crisis, this task becomes even more difficult---and your faculty members are feeling this frustration as well. Making the effort to help streamline these messages will keep faculty focused on what\'s most important: their health, their families, and their students. Therefore, consider sending regular (perhaps weekly) email updates to your faculty with accurate and clear information that can be referenced by your faculty throughout the week. Keep these messages short. Your goal should be to reduce the fog of information surrounding people, not add to it. Use bulleted text, not long paragraphs. And remember that many people stop reading emails after several lines. If information is vital, put it in the first paragraph. The old journalism principle "Don\'t bury the lead" is doubly important in a crisis.

Virtual meetings can also be effective (especially in determining the general well‐being of each individual team member), but meetings should not be so frequent as to become burdensome. Much like traditional meetings, each video‐ or audioconference should have a clear and succinct agenda that articulates any preparation you expect people to make in advance. After the session is over, recap key points with short, bulleted minutes that specify any deliverables you expect from others. Finally, remember that faculty and staff will not necessarily follow their regular work hours (unless required by the institution), so do not expect immediate replies. Asynchronous rather than synchronous communication will likely be a necessary part of your communication plan.

In addition to the need to communicate with your students and faculty, it is equally important to "communicate up" with your dean or division head. During the next several weeks and months, many decisions about policy and process will be made at the cabinet level. While the cabinet and upper administration are charged with making decisions on behalf of the entire institution, these decisions must be informed by what is happening on the ground. As chair, you are uniquely positioned to help the administration in this regard; you have established relationships of trust with your faculty, staff, and students and can effectively gather information that will aid the administration in making important decisions. Are you receiving complaints about website accuracy? Learning management system issues? Registration problems? Do faculty members say their students are nonresponsive? Do students say their professors are nonresponsive? All these concerns are valid and should be addressed through policies and procedures that seek prompt resolution and that can be evaluated for their effectiveness. Without your input, these data might be missed by upper levels of the administration, and institutional decisions could be ill‐informed.

Ralph Gigliotti ([2019](#dch30332-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"}) notes that *how* you communicate may be as important as *what* you communicate. Constantly referring to the pandemic as a *crisis*, *catastrophe*, or *disaster* only exacerbates people\'s anxiety. Treating the current situation as a challenge---a severe and unexpected challenge but a challenge nonetheless---conveys the message that, as difficult as things are, we are facing an obstacle we can overcome if we all work together.

Demonstrate Consistency {#dch30332-sec-0003}
=======================

During a time when social isolation has become the law in most places, faculty and students alike can feel isolated, cast adrift, and alone. While we are interconnected by Zoom, Microsoft Teams, email, Slack, Skype, text messaging, and other technologies, virtual interaction simply isn\'t the same as direct, personal interaction. As chair, it is your responsibility to do all you can to promote and model safe connections in a manner that demonstrates that we\'re all in this together. As much continuity and consistency as possible must be maintained. Regular office hours should be kept through virtual communication, emails should be answered promptly, online faculty meetings should be held, and even periodic sessions for informal socialization should be considered (i.e., the virtual happy hour). Most important, you should frequently check in on your faculty. Many people become depressed or anxious in isolation, and the welfare of your faculty is an important responsibility. Moreover, these check‐ins must be consistent. You can\'t just do it once or twice and conclude that everyone is fine. Do your best to model administrative effectiveness by focusing on your people; they need you more than ever, and your commitment will have a significant, positive impact.

Engage in Collaborative and Consultative Decision‐Making {#dch30332-sec-0004}
========================================================

A crisis often requires leaders to act unilaterally. When the building is on fire, there\'s not enough time to create a task force so that you can decide what to do. But while it is much faster and sometimes necessary to make unilateral decisions, your department is still a team. Faculty need and expect to be consulted on issues that affect them. Part of the wisdom of being a chair is recognizing when you have to act on your own and when consultation is a better option. In some cases, the upper administration may even encourage you to act independently by imposing demands for immediate actions. Even so, to whatever extent is possible, consult with your colleagues and seek their advice, particularly on substantive decisions. For routine matters, discuss their preferences and determine their level of comfort with you making decisions on their behalf and then reporting back periodically. Different departments have different expectations in this regard, and you know your colleagues better than anyone. Collaboration and transparency can\'t be jettisoned completely just because a crisis has occurred. Sometimes consultation will require a videoconference and a formal vote. Sometimes it will require only a quick email or survey. In either case, maintaining as much collaborative and consultative decision‐making as possible will help preserve a sense that the work of the department is continuing as usual and that the opinions of your colleagues are both valued and appreciated.

Develop Several Contingency Plans {#dch30332-sec-0005}
=================================

Departments have become well versed in developing strategic plans and short‐term goals. These are excellent tools, but they generally assume environmental stability and thus do not operate as well as they might during a crisis. Recognizing this fact, chairs must work to develop multiple contingency plans that are focused on the short term. The truth is that no one knows for sure how the COVID‐19 pandemic will influence the actions of our current and prospective students. Will the students who left our campuses earlier this year return next term? Will we welcome the same number of first‐year students we expected just a few months ago? How will the pandemic affect our new faculty hires? What impact will it have on staff hires? Will we be able to offer courses on campus next term? Only time will reveal the answers to these questions, but that does not mean that chairs should not plan for these and other eventualities. What COVID‐19 has underscored for academic leaders is that having a plan B is not enough; chairs now need to have multiple contingency plans---a plan C, D, E, F, and G---for many more possible situations.

Here are some specific questions that chairs must consider: How might you adjust your course offerings if courses for future terms had to be converted to online‐only formats?If your program became dependent on online courses because the campus was still closed and there were significant, long‐term computer problems (e.g., a virus shutting down your school\'s IT infrastructure, your course management systems or videoconference site becoming unavailable, or your region\'s power grid becoming unstable), what will you do?How can you best support faculty and students through online‐only summer sessions that are underenrolled?How will you effectively deliver courses that do not lend themselves easily to virtual learning (i.e., STEM labs, visual and performing arts studies, and internships or experiential learning)?How can you keep students engaged with your college or university if they are either forbidden from returning to campus or too frightened to attend classes in person?What is the best way to advocate for and allocate resources (such as personnel and budgets) at a time when many campuses will be seeking drastic cutbacks in these areas?

No department chair signed up for this. But these are the challenges we all face now, and it is incumbent on you to address them. While you can\'t plan for everything, you can prepare for almost anything, and now is the time to prepare for even unthinkable future contingencies.

Show Compassion {#dch30332-sec-0006}
===============

Perhaps the most important advice we can offer is that chairs must demonstrate compassion to their students, staff, and colleagues as well as to themselves and their families. Everyone\'s life has been severely impacted by COVID‐19; some have lost loved ones, others have lost jobs, many cannot be with family members, and others have received challenges to their identity as being the one others can count on. Our colleagues have awoken to a new reality, a reality that may include working full time from home while simultaneously homeschooling their children and perhaps caring for an elderly parent.

Given these realities, it is important that we all demonstrate compassion toward one another. What does compassionate leadership look like through the lens of the department chair? It begins by always assuming the best from everyone with whom we come in contact. The student who is not completing their assignments or responding to emails may be caring for a parent or child with the virus and simply doesn\'t have the time to email back. The faculty member who is uncharacteristically curt in their emails may be fighting depression, anxiety, or loneliness. If there was ever a time to liberally grant the benefit of the doubt to all who cross our paths, that time is now.

Final Thoughts {#dch30332-sec-0007}
==============

The department chair is perhaps the most influential scholar/administrator in the contemporary university. Chairs have the ability to connect with students and faculty alike in ways that upper administrators cannot. During this crisis, we urge you to use all your tools and relationships to make your department a place of safety, positive energy, and unity. The COVID‐19 crisis will pass, and the people in your program will remember how well you treated them in a time of great uncertainty. The steps you take now will be worth all your time and effort.

About the Authors {#dch30332-sec-0008}
=================

**Craig Hlavac** is associate dean for the liberal arts in the College of Arts and Sciences at Southern Connecticut State University. **Jeffrey L. Buller** is a senior partner in ATLAS: Academic Training, Leadership, and Assessment Services. Email: <hlavacc2@southernct.edu>, <jeffbuller@mac.com>
